Reflective capability – a specific goal of a Teachers Professional Ethics Course  by Elena, Seghedin
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 11 (2011) 145–149
1877-0428 © 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
doi:10.1016/j.sbspro.2011.01.050
Teachers for the Knowledge Society 
Reflective capability – a specific goal of a Teachers Professional 
Ethics Course 
Seghedin Elena* 
Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences, Al. I. Cuza University Iasi, Romania 
 
Abstract 
The goal of this paper is to present the reflective capability like the mobile element which facilitates the transition between the 
educator’s professional conscience and professional conduct. In our Teaching Professionalism Model, reflective capability 
represents the link between the technology and the ethical components of teaching. In order to shape up their behavioural offer to 
diverse challenges and a large variety of requirements, the student teacher must be prepared to reflect over the ethical meanings 
of teaching. The proposed Professional Ethics Course using reflective teaching techniques can help students to develop a 
commitment to this profession starting with finding out what the meaning of the teaching profession is. 
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Introduction  
Starting from the idea that only teachers who have a high level of engagement and commitment for their 
profession can became successful, we tried to design a teaching model for the topics included in the Pre-service 
Teacher Training Curricula. Our basic hypotheses were: a) Professional excellence depends on individuals who take 
responsibility for acquiring and maintaining professional competence. b) We cannot develop the professional 
teachers’ conduct without giving them the instruments which make this kind of conduct operational.  
The teacher pre-service training is, in nowadays Romania, one of the most important responsibilities of 
universities. Because Romanian universities are trying to adapt their structure and strategies to a new “client-centred 
university” paradigm, we can see the specific role of the Teacher Training University Departments much clearer. In 
this context, a foundation for the professional competence of teachers on the new values evolution must be built. 
Shaping the moral autonomy of teachers must be linked with reference points of the new educational ideal - “open 
personality” which, in its turn, emphasizes the evolution of the Romanian contemporary society. Our belief is that 
the student-teachers will be much more interested in the teaching profession if their training activities are tailored to 
efficient teacher competences and needs. Since at least 1995, a number of proposals for improving the Romanian 
public education have also included a call for professionalizing teaching. Teaching is not strictly a technical or skill-
driven task, thus it is very difficult to develop standards of professional practice when a sufficient degree of 
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autonomy and self-governance are still missing. The professional autonomy of the teacher refers both to the personal 
ability of making operative decisions while working, in the absence of any outer pressure or outer professional 
opinion, and to the pertinent social responsibility towards the results and quality of the educational practice. We 
cannot consider the teachers responsible of things over which they do not have any power of decision, because their 
autonomy has not covered that situation. In our opinion, the main idea in designing a Professional Ethics course is to 
give all students the chance to discover by themselves what being a teacher means. After this, they will be able to 
reflect about and make a good career decision.  
Is Teaching a profession?  
The Holmes Group report and The Inner Treasure – report of the UNESCO commission for education for 21st 
century and other studies and reports imply two specific things: first that teaching is not a profession; and second, 
that there is something desirable both for teachers and for the public’s welfare in making teaching a profession. In 
1990, Sockett made a distinction between professionalization, which focuses on the process by which an occupation 
becomes a profession, and professionalism, which describes the quality of practice. There is a relevant and powerful 
knowledge base for teaching, but it has not been rendered useful and it is generally inaccessible to practitioners, so 
teaching is generally considered to lack a clearly defined, codified, and accessible knowledge base. Levine (1988) 
argues that for teaching to become a self-governing profession, it must have a “structured induction experience 
conducted under the supervision of outstanding practitioners who can and will attest to the competence of inductees 
to practice”. Levine views the existence of agreed-upon standards of professional practice shaped by practitioners as 
a critical element in the teachers’ profession. The nature of teaching, the actual context in which it is performed, 
make it impractical and undesirable to use traditional models of teaching like a training paradigms (M. Altet 
identified four models in 1994: Magister (Antiquity), Technician teacher, Engineering teacher and The professional 
teacher, which is described by the author as “tomorrow’s teacher image: the point in professionalizing is to advance 
from the simple technical teacher to an autonomous and reflective practitioner, responsible for his actions.”) 
In order to serve the professional duties, at least two conditions must be granted: 1. the professional duties must 
be known by all the members of the professional community and 2. in order to provoke the assuming of these duties, 
the commitment to the profession should be built on autonomy and responsibility. Almost all teacher’s 
professionalism models have three components, which have to be developed during teacher education: “knowledge, 
autonomy and responsibility.”(Hoyle & John, 1995; Popkewitz, 1991; Carr & Kemmis, 1990) The existence of 
professionalism has, therefore, essential implications in building the identity and self esteem of the members of a 
professional group, causing, implicitly, an enhanced prestige of a certain profession in a given society. If, 
concerning knowledge, the essential elements for gaining professionalism in the teaching career are somewhat stable 
because today they are bounded by several professional competence standards, regarding the other two dimensions, 
things are more complicated. 
According to the Reflective practitioner theory (Schön, 1983, 1991), reflection is revealed like a „meta-
competence” which subordinates the other (professional) competences. From this perspective, teaching professional 
competence is define like a dynamic complex comprising a series of personality traits (that can turn into real 
predispositions in choosing the future career), and knowledge, ability, and habits system which take part in creating 
the professional awareness and conduct. Marin Călin (1994) suggests that “the teacher’s ability in the educational 
act is to determine best behaviour in a concrete situation.” On the one hand we understand the need of thinking this 
teaching ability as a unitary structure, and on the other hand we consider the previously mentioned idea of 
professional autonomy (autonomy gained when transmitting knowledge, when forming specific abilities and habits 
that allow the educator to act with professionalism).  
Why teacher’s professional ethics? 
Morality is not an isolated fact, on the contrary, it is a social phenomenon, a result of our social life, in which we 
must solve problems that affect peoples’ lives and their development. Education is not a problem regarding teachers’ 
private life, but a socially charged occupation which makes teachers publicly responsible (Hargreaves, 1994). For 
teachers, three dimensions become important from the perspective of the foundation of autonomy: a) moral 
obligation; b) a consensus with the community; c) professional competence. As Tom (1984) and then Campbell 
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(2003) showed, even if educators have no conscious moral intention concerning their work, it is certain that almost 
everything they do has consequences that are moral. Not only the aspects regarding the official curriculum, but also 
hidden ones, not only more intellectual aspects, but also relational ones: everything postulates a moral point of view 
(see Tom, 1984; Soder, 1990). The main principle of our experimental Professional Ethics Course for teachers using 
reflective techniques was founded on a personal Teacher’s Professionalism Model, with three components which, in 
practice are deeply linked, although in settling and using teacher assessment criteria they must be considered 
independently. The first one is the technical part of professionalism and the second is the moral (ethical) component. 
The link between these two structures is made up by the reflective capability. Thus, the purposes of the pre-service 
training of professional educators involve two dimensions: one is imposed by the technical professionalism (“a 
Teaching Tools box”) and the other, by the moral involved by the educational practice. Because „only in routine 
situations and automatisms don’t we have dilemmas and do not trouble ourselves, while most of the time we are 
merely people enchained by dilemmas” (Andrei Pleşu), it is better to formulate objectives that relate to the 
development of the reflection and decision-making capabilities, analysis and argumentation ability, conflict-solving 
and self-educating competences.  
What is required through the pre-service training cannot advance true commitment to the professional field, 
because professional responsibility is a complex structure that will shape up in a longer period of practice than the 
real educational activity. We cannot expect a beginner teacher to offer educational services of maximum 
responsibility, although he/she is considered a professional after signing the individual work contract. The beginner 
is not a complete professional from the moral competence point of view; sometimes not even the technical 
professional competence is fully covered (does not reach the highest quality standards). The didactic activities 
dedicated to professional ethics will assume the role of facilitating the knowledge of the main moral-professional 
responsibilities, of the ethical standards, without stressing a forced commitment, one repudiated and created out of 
compulsion. Adhering to professional values is an independent choice, although the effective practice of this 
profession can sometimes take place even without identifying these values and moral reference points of education 
with a responsible act. This reality requires intensive care when putting the professional training policy into practice.  
In our opinion, the moral of a professional group does not perfectly overlap the personal professional moral of 
each member thus, there are four stages of moral professional development (Seghedin, 2009): a. The student teacher 
corresponds to the pre-service education stage, which in turn links with a heteronomy level of professional morality 
development. The knowledge and understanding of the ethical essence of the professional technical tasks occur 
thanks to the help of a mentor. The purpose related to the development of the reflective capability will make a 
personal orientation possible: for or against teaching profession. b. The beginner teacher corresponds to the second 
step of the initial training, which involves accepting the moral-professional authority that contains and observes the 
professional morality, with an essential role in easing the social-professional integration and not in controlling it; it 
corresponds to the professional morality of a real professional group knowledge (the professional community of the 
teachers in a concrete school, from which a mentor is chosen; this mentor will become either a professional model or 
a carrier of the school ethos, which can determine an affiliation development towards the respective community). c. 
The teacher certified (in profession) - signatory of a written professional morality contract, a final commitment 
towards it with elements of stability in decisions and conduct (the moment of certifying into the teaching profession 
- national exam). d. The professional teacher plans and follows professional development cycles; it corresponds to 
an autonomy level in the moral development, but also to building and abiding by a personal professional morality, 
adapted to the teacher’s own life style. The last stage, we think, is that of the autonomous moral professional – a 
creative personality, from the moral point of view, who can turn the personal professional morality to the best 
account in order to conceive new elements of content or structure in the professional morality of the group.  
Reflective capability – the main goal of Teaching Professional Ethics 
Why reflective capability explicitly? Because it is so implicit during the initial training process, that it nearly gets 
lost among the rigid didactic purposes (the training for mastering the didactic of the subject matter or specialization), 
even disappearing at a certain point. For a long time it was considered that the simple action of the learned contents, 
in the form of normative with immediate application, at didactic level, would draw along building the responsibility 
for the professional teacher’s status. However, it seems that this way of shifting the accent only on the immediate 
executive side during the initial training is completely wrong. In 1993, Sockett notes: “Much of what we read in the 
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literature of education and much of what we are told is 'good' in the process of schooling is morally totally 
unexamined. Our conversation is dominated by mechanistic language: strategies, skills, time on task, and so forth.... 
But technique in teaching itself implies a view about what a human being is, what a person is, and that is at the very 
least evaluative and certainly moral”. According to this idea, Smyth suggests it is necessary to work critically with 
student teachers and educators, so that this ability of asking questions which they are expected to possess can follow 
a logic of progressive awareness. This would consist of helping them discover the interpretations they have 
regarding the social dynamics of their action context and the way this context has developed historically. For that, a 
first condition is to facilitate a dialogue that will enable teachers to recognize and analyse these factors that limit 
their action, and secondly to give them the opportunity to see themselves as potentially active agents, involved in 
changing the oppressive situations that turn them into plain technicians putting into practice an unknown idea. Based 
on Comstock’s work (1982), Smyth distinguishes the following concrete stages of this process (1986) which we 
used in our experimental course: enabling the teachers to see the nature of ideological domination; discovering the 
interpretations teachers have about their world; researching historical conditions that restrict and model the 
understanding abilities of teachers; connecting the historical conditions to the contemporary forces they maintain; 
isolating the contradictions in the current actions; using educative and formative formulas that grant abilities or 
using action “empowering” aspects. Subsequently, Smyth himself (1991; 1992) synthesised this approach and 
organized it in a cycle of four phases that represent, in fact, the reflection types that should be adopted by educators: 
a. Describing: What is this I’m doing? What are my practices? b. Informing: What’s the meaning/purpose of what 
I’m doing? What theories do my practices express? Analyse the descriptions to identify relations between elements. 
c. Confronting: How did things turn out this way? What are the causes? Assumptions, values, beliefs? Where do 
they come from? What social practices do they express? What is it that keeps my theories standing? d. Rebuilding: 
What and how could I do things differently? What should I do to make these changes? 
To conclude, if a university chooses to strengthen the research-teaching nexus in undergraduate curricula, this 
implies involving students more often in the role of participants in learning and research. A review of policy 
documents and research literature revealed that the research-teaching nexus can be shaped according to using 
creative and reflective teaching strategies (Weast, 1996; Tamblin & Ward, 2006). 
The proposed Teaching Professional Ethics course examines the issues of justice, morality and the natural law as 
related to every aspect of education. Discussions focus on the most significant and fundamental moral issues in 
today (Romanian) education. The goals are: to promote the specific values of teaching in order to develop the 
commitment for the teaching profession; to rediscover the professional ethics principles like an important part of the 
professional education (preparation). The main objectives were: to increase the respect towards human being, no 
matter the differences between us; to increase the awareness in confront with the moral principles of education; to 
exercise the algorithm of decision making using concrete case-studies; to develop creativity and reflective thought in 
order to increase the quality of the teaching practice; to identify possible solutions for some education ethical 
dilemmas; to provide educational materials that suits the needs of understanding the challenges of the teaching 
profession; to strength the professional capacities and the moral professionalism of the students. As a result of 
activities associated with this course, students were able to (applications specific outcomes): a. explore the nature of 
ethical thinking, asking questions, examining options, understanding various perspectives and making decisions 
(students will enhance their thinking skills and develop an ethical perspective on contemporary moral issues); b. 
study assigned texts, discuss and listen to discussion of ethical values with a view to achieving a solid knowledge 
base in contemporary moral theory (to access resources on the Internet for completion of assignments); c. participate 
in the discussion of contemporary moral dilemmas over the semester and develop the ability to analyze ethical 
issues objectively and acquire the ability to suggest justifiable courses of action for solving ethical problems; d. 
explore ethical issues that are relevant to the teaching or another chosen profession and achieve the ability to 
contribute to an enhanced ethical perspective on issues affecting his/her career. 
Nevertheless, a trainer’s responsibility is to offer each candidate that initially opted for this professional field (for 
different reasons!) a new decisional situation: Do I or do I not want to have this socio-professional status? The 
option for a teaching career is often made under external constraints and this does not bring any advantage to 
professional prestige, quite the opposite. It is not the trainers who must find these solutions; their duty is to offer 
practical algorithms to identify solutions. The reflective ability would give teachers the possibility of working with 
decision making stages, of searching their own solutions to inherent dilemmas. Teachers must learn to reflect, see 
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problems, define them, find arguments for the possibly solvable evolutions, to deliberate and decide on a certain 
solution.  
Conclusions 
Repositioning the Professional Ethics in the pre-service curricula will offer teachers the opportunity to resort to 
“the proud knowledge of the wonderful privilege of responsibility”, to experience “the awareness of this rare 
freedom” (Nietzsche). Regarding the teaching profession, the existence of a Code of Ethics is not enough to sustain 
professional morality, besides the main concept of work and duty we must add the professional responsibility built 
on the value of love. Teaching Professional Ethics becomes one with a wider qualification frame: “the working 
frame of what we can call a work ethics, a duty ethics, a love ethics.”(Seghedin, 2009) Built as a philosophical 
discipline which founds democracy, professional ethics will invest the practitioner with rights and obligations 
consisting in occupational responsibility. Being a part of applied ethics, professional ethics takes the role of a 
preventive guideline set, which is structured like a prophylactic set of rules. Professional ethics could offer the 
elements of authentic reflective thinking. The identification of dilemmas before generating open ethical conflicts or 
the capacity to look for and build arguments can give stability to ethical decisions; this reveals to individuals themes 
and factors that can determine conflicts or moral dilemmas along their career development by also supporting the 
professional teacher in building a desirable and dignified behaviour.  
An heuristic approach to professional ethics is important for developing students’ reflective thinking, which is 
imposed by the diversity of ethical dilemmas in the educational practice. Our recommendations are first concerned 
with the university level teaching methodology: using reflective techniques means to respect the student as a 
trainable adult. Establishing the foundation of future career teachers, mainly by using debates, case studies and 
scenarios on several dilemmas are, actually, the option to a methodology precisely oriented to the development of 
analytical thinking and reflective abilities. By building the student’s autonomy we reach another important goal – 
applying those abilities that assure the quality and success in the everyday practice. The dilemmas that a teacher will 
be coping with, obviously, cannot be entirely predicted, so a balance must be guaranteed in the framework of the 
professional culture that students – candidates to the teaching profession – are offered. As trainers, we have to create 
a balance between specific knowledge, usually oriented on theory, and professional knowledge, oriented on action. 
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